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Chapter 12: Collapse 


"Good morning... Oh." 

When I walked into the office through the back door, I found that the 
lights were off inside. 

Both Asami and my manager were the type to leave the lights on even 
while they were out front, so this was pretty unusual. 

I took my work uniform out of my shoulder bag and quickly got 
changed. 

I glanced at the shift schedule hanging on the wall. My manager was 
coming in for the evening shift, and Asami should have been at work 
already. 

This never would have worked at a busier convenience store like the 
one near the station, but at our store, we only needed three of us to be there 
at any one time. In fact, my manager had even said that if there were more 
than four of us on a single shift, we'd barely be able to turn a profit. 

In other words, today, I would be working with a coworker I'd never 
met before. This made me a little nervous. 

It was probably the other coworker, the one that wasn't Asami, who'd 
turned the lights off. 

I placed a finger on the shift schedule and looked for the names of the 
people who were scheduled to work at the same time as me. A name caught 


my eye. 


"Yaguchi Kyouya' 


What? 

An uncomfortable feeling came over me; or maybe it was a sense of 
déja vu. I felt like I'd heard that name before, or at least seen it. 

Was there a celebrity with the same name? 

I racked my brains, but I couldn't think of one. Even so, for some 
reason, the feeling of déja vu just wouldn't go away. 

I was still gazing at the shift schedule gloomily when the door leading 
to the storefront suddenly swung open and a man's face popped out. 

"Whoa, you scared me! You're here early." 

"Uh, yeah. Nice to meet you. I'm the new part-timer..." 

I bowed my head subserviently a few times before making eye contact 
with the uniformed man in front of me, intending to introduce myself. 

I suddenly found myself at a loss for words. 

Yes. I remembered now. I remembered where I'd seen that name 
before. 

The man before me also blinked in disbelief a couple of times, then let 
out a loud, "Huh!?" with his mouth agape. 

"Miyuki? It's you, Miyuki!!" 

"No, um...” 

"What are you doing here?! Wow, it's been so long. I was thinking 


about you just the other day." 


"Um... I think you've confused me for someone else." 

He hadn't. I knew that, but I still found myself declaring that this was a 
case of mistaken identity, my voice trembling slightly. 

"I definitely haven't! I never forget a woman I've been with!" 

I got goosebumps. 

That's right. Yaguchi Kyouya. The man that I stayed with for a few 
days in Ibaraki. He had a handsome face, and his hair was a light shade of 
brown. He wore a gentle look on his face, and gave off a kind impression to 
others. 

I, however, knew what he was really like. 

He was a perverse individual who skillfully maintained numerous 
relationships with women without feeling the slightest bit of remorse. I 
remembered finding it simply astounding to watch him juggle seven 
girlfriends at the same time. 

"Oh, I didn't see your name on the shift schedule, though, Miyuki." 

"No, I told you. I'm not..." 

Miyuki was a fake name I used. I'd picked it at random. It had 
obviously stuck in his memory, though. 

Still, there was no way I could tell him my real name now. I'd told him 
I was called Miyuki. Perplexed, I shifted my eyes between Mr. Yaguchi and 
the floor repeatedly. That was when Asami appeared behind him. 

"How long are you gonna hide back here, Yaguchi? And you'd better 


clock in, Sayu-chaso, or you're gonna be late... Wait, what did I miss?" 


Mr. Yaguchi's eyes sparkled as he started talking to Asami, who had 
just popped into the office. 

"Asami! I know this girl!" 

"Huh? How?" 

"Her name's Miyuki, and she stayed with me be—" 

"Wait! !" 

I interrupted Mr. Yaguchi in something close to a scream. He and 
Asami both turned wide-eyed in surprise. 

My body was trembling. My pulse was racing. I could feel my breath 
getting more and more ragged. 

"Y-you've got me confused with somebody else. My name's Ogiwara 
Sayu." 

I said in a shaky voice, and Mr. Yaguchi cocked his head at me, 
looking mystified. 

"No, but you definitely told me you were Miyuki when we first m— 
Ouch!!" 

Before Mr. Yaguchi had the chance to finish his sentence, Asami, who 
was standing beside him, kicked him full-force in the shin. 

"Stop being violent! What are you hitting me for?!" 

"She said her name was Sayu-chaso. Are you an idiot?" 

Asami stated in a cold tone of voice, grabbing Mr. Yaguchi by the 
shoulders. 

"Anyway, you've been slacking off back here for too long. Hurry up, or 


I'll tell the manager you're screwing around on the job." 


"Hey, whoa... I was just having a little chat with my new coworker. 
Besides, it's not like there's anything for me to do!" 

"Shut it! Get out there!" 

Asami shoved him out of the office by his shoulders, and the door 
slammed shut behind him. 

She let out a sigh, then glanced over at me out of the corner of her eye. 
I could tell by the look she was giving me that she wanted to ask what the 
hell was going on, and I squirmed. 

"U-um... Asami... I... Uh..." 

I wasn't sure whether I should make up an excuse or tell her what had 
really happened. And yet, for some reason, my mouth started moving on its 
own in an effort to break the silence that was filling the room, and a few 
words spilled out. 

My heart was pounding in my chest, and my breathing was getting 
even shallower. 

"Um..." 

"It's okay." 

"...Huh?" 

I lifted my gaze, which had been glued to the floor, and looked over to 
Asami. She stared right at me, then shook her head. 

"It's fine. I'm not going to force it out of you." 

I was speechless, but she maintained eye contact with me before 


starting to speak again. She had an unusually serious expression on her 


face. 

"If there's something you wanna tell me now, I'm listening. But you 
don't look that way. Your face is pale." 

Asami took a step toward me. Then, she patted me on the shoulder and 
pointed to a folding chair nearby. It seemed like she was offering me a Seat. 
I did as she suggested and sat myself down. 

Asami crouched down in front of me, took one of my hands in hers, 
and squeezed it. 

"If you don't wanna tell someone something right now, you don't need 
to. But if you ever wanna tell me, you can come to me anytime... You got 
that?" 

"wt ...Okay." 

I could feel the tears starting to well up in my eyes. I found myself 
becoming tearful. Ever since I'd come to Tokyo, I'd turned into such a 
crybaby. 

Asami laughed casually, then patted me on the shoulder again. 

"Okay, come on out once you've calmed down a little. I'll punch your 
timecard for you. But this will be the first and last time." 

"Mm-hm... Thanks." 

"And I'll take care of Yaguchi, so...don't worry about him when you 
come out." 

Asami flashed her teeth in a wide grin and left the office. 

The moment she left, the tears I'd somehow managed to hold back 


started pouring out, as if the emotional levee inside me had collapsed. I felt 


completely at ease. 

Why was Mr. Yaguchi here, of all places? Even if he'd happened to 
move in nearby, the chances of him working at the same place as me were 
almost statistically impossible. It was such a fateful and terrible reunion that 
I could swear somebody was trying to harass me. 

Plus, Asami overheard the conversation we'd had a few minutes 
earlier. She was a kind and considerate girl, so she treated me with a lot of 
care, but I still got the feeling that she'd deduced a lot more from that short 
conversation than I thought she had. It was this knowledge that had made 
her fuss over me, and the kindness she'd shown was a big help. Yet, at the 
Same time, it pained me a lot. 

For the first time since I ran away from home, I felt like I'd found a 
friend who I could talk to as an equal and without any worries. However, 
from now on, she would have to worry about me. I felt terrible about that. 

Before I knew it, my tears had stopped. However, an unpleasant 
sensation still remained; it was like a cold, aching sensation in the pit of my 
stomach. 

I glanced at the clock on the wall and saw that it was already ten 
minutes past my clock-in time. Asami had already punched my timecard for 
me, so I'd better not stay here getting paid for doing nothing. 

I wondered what I should do about Mr. Yaguchi. And what would 
become of my friendship with Asami. And... 

Mr. Yoshida's face popped into my head. 

Was I supposed to tell Mr. Yoshida about what happened? 


A multitude of thoughts swirled around inside my mind, but for now, I 
just had to do my job. 

I took in a deep breath, let it out again, then slapped my cheeks. 

"Okay." 

Having pumped myself up again, I opened the door and headed for the 
storefront. 

* 

"Good work today! Get home safe!" 

"Yeah, you too. Good luck with the rest of your shift, Asami." 

"This time of day's a piece of cake. Easy money. See ya!" 

When my shift was over, Asami watched me clock out, then smiled 
and waved goodbye. I waved back, and she nodded before returning to her 
task of stocking the shelves in the convenience store. 

When I walked into the office, I let out a big sigh. 

I didn't know how Asami had drilled it into him, but from the moment 
I joined them on the storefront and started work, Mr. Yaguchi didn't say 
another word about our past. In fact, whenever I was struggling with some 
part of the job, he would come over and casually advise me on how to do it. 

Asami also spent her time jabbering away and going about her 
business in the same way that she always did. It was as if she'd completely 
forgotten how I'd been acting before I started work, and she never once 
mentioned it. The way she spoke to me and looked at me was completely 


normal, too. 


You would expect her to be concerned after having seen how 
emotional I'd gotten and after comforting me with kind words. It wouldn't 
have been surprising if our interaction had made her behave a little 
awkward. 

But Asami was acting so natural that it felt kind of unnatural. 

Still, in contrast to the start of the day, work went smoothly, and I 
completed my shift with hardly any stress. 

Judging by the way Mr. Yaguchi was acting, he probably wouldn't be 
bringing up our past again. His helping me with work was the epitome of 
virtue. I had only ever seen how he was at home, so it felt somewhat odd to 
see how efficiently he got his job done, despite how slowly he moved. 

There probably wasn't any reason to keep despairing over what had 
happened. Maybe it wouldn't hurt to imagine how things might get at least a 
little bit better. 

I wrestled with these thoughts as I finished getting changed, then left 
through the back door of the convenience store. 

However, the moment I stepped out onto the street, I spotted 
somebody leaning against a utility pole. 

"Oh, good work today." 

"...You too." 

The figure standing in front of the pole was Mr. Yaguchi, who was 
tapping away on his smartphone. 

"I was waiting for you." 


"What for?" 


The optimistic feeling I had mere seconds earlier totally disappeared. 

Mr. Yaguchi's shift ended over three hours before mine. Had he been 
waiting for the whole three hours, or did he guess my clock-out time and 
come back to the store? 

Either way, I didn't have a good feeling about the situation. 

He noticed how wary I looked and offered me a simple smile. 

"Uh-ohhh. No need to look so scared. We've slept together, haven't 
we?" 

"Please don't say things like that." 

"... You're so weird, Miyuki. I'm pretty sure you never put up this much 
of a fight before." 

His words sent a sharp pang straight through my heart. 

He was right. When I was living at his place, I was totally used to 
those kinds of relationships. I was even a little more open during sex, and I 
would put on a show to make him think I enjoyed it. 

He wasn't an unattractive man. In fact, he had a nice face and a nice 
body. I remembered thinking how thankful I was that he wasn't entirely 
physically repulsive. 

"T was surprised. I never thought I'd run into you here." 

Mr. Yaguchi said, grinning. 

"Are you... Staying with someone at the moment?" 


W W 
eee 


He saw that I wasn't going to answer, and smiled bitterly. 


"I see. So you're still on the run. You're a stubborn one." 

"Um... Can I please leave now?" 

"That's cruel. We still have so much to talk about." 

"There's nothing I particularly want to talk about." 

I gave him this concise response and tried to slip past him as I 
continued walking. I wanted to be away from here, away from him, as soon 
as possible. 

"Hold up!" 

Mr. Yaguchi, however, had other ideas and grabbed me by the arm. 
Despite his slight frame, his grip was quite strong. 

"Wh-what is it...?" 

"I'm just curious about where you're living." 

"What...2" 

I asked back, and Mr. Yaguchi started talking again, a whimsical smile 
on his face. 

"I mean, I want to see where you're staying now, Miyuki. It's gotta be a 
man's place, so there shouldn't be anyone home, right?" 

",,.And what do you want to do there?" 

"Nothing, just a visit! And we can take our time catching up. We 
haven't seen each other in so long, after all." 

He said with a childish grin on his face. I found it creepy. Under no 
circumstances could I bring him home with me. 


"No. I can't have you over without the homeowner's permission." 


"Why don't you ask him for permission, then? I'm not gonna do 
anything bad. C'mooon! You must have his number, at least." 

Mr. Yaguchi's reply had me perplexed. 

Did he really want to pay a harmless visit to our apartment? If so, that 
made his intentions even more confusing. I didn't feel like our bond was 
ever so strong that he'd want to reminisce about the past with me. 


I shook my head. I couldn't let the pace of the conversation sidetrack 


"Just no. I'm going home... Excuse me." 

I shook off Mr. Yaguchi's grasp, turned on my heel and walked away 
from him at a brisk pace. 

Then, I heard Mr. Yaguchi's voice coming from behind me louder than 
before. 

"Okay, how about this?" 

Although I knew I should have kept walking away, I found myself 
stopping in my tracks. I turned around to look at him. 

"Take me to your place, and I won't tell Asami or our manager about 
our past." 

A chill ran through me. 

He was clearly blackmailing me. It was such a classic move, and I 
knew, logically, that I didn't need to take him seriously. Even so, his words 
were more than enough to unsettle me. 


"And if I don't bring you... Then what?" 


Mr. Yaguchi gave me a wry grin in response to my question, and 
shrugged. 

"Do you really have to ask?" 

His reply made my words catch in my throat. 

He would tell Asami and our manager. It seemed to me that would 
spell the end of the peaceful life I'd finally found for myself. 

It was likely that Asami would despise me if she found out that I'd 
gotten myself into this situation because I'd been giving my body up to men 
I didn't really know. 

Further still, if the boss found out, he'd definitely make me come clean 
about my identity. In the worst-case scenario, he might even hand me over 
to the police. 

If the police got involved, then it would definitely cause trouble for 
Mr. Yoshida. That was the one thing I definitely didn't want. He'd already 
done more for me than I could ever repay him for, and I could never allow 
myself to repay his kindness with harm. 

I clenched my fist and took a deep breath in, trying to keep the agitated 
feeling in the pit of my stomach at bay. 

"... You really just want to visit? Nothing else?" 

I asked. Mr. Yaguchi's face lit up like a kid in a candy store, and he 
nodded emphatically. 

"For sure, for sure! I just wanna talk." 


"So I can let the homeowner know." 


"Of course! We don't wanna worry him. I'll be sure to leave before he 
gets back." 

He looked down at his phone as he spoke. He must have been 
checking the time. 

",,.You can come over for a little while, then." 

"Really? Great!" 

"...But! ... You'd better keep your promise!" 

"Of course, of coouurse!" 

His grin suggested he was genuinely happy. Normally, you'd find a 
smile as innocent as this one endearing, but considering the circumstances, 
he simply looked crazy, and I couldn't bring myself to give him so much as 
an insincere smile. 

I took out my smartphone and opened the messaging app. 

I opened my conversation with Mr. Yoshida, but as soon as I started 
typing a message, I realized I didn't know what to write. 

How could I best tell him what was going on without making him 
WwoOITy? 

The first thing that came to mind was 'I'm bringing Asami over,’ but 
that was an obvious lie. If I was just going to lie to him, then there was no 
point in me messaging him at all. 

What if I said that it was a senior from work? That would be vague 
enough to get a pass. 


I agonized over it, grumbling to myself as I typed out the message. 


‘I'm having a senior from work over. We'll be done before you get 


home though. Just wanted to let you know, so no need to worry.’ 


Finally, I pressed send. 

Mr. Yoshida was the type of person who might wonder why I went to 
the effort of messaging him about something, and start worrying about it. 
I'd tried to compose a message that would cause him the least amount of 
worry as possible. 

I took a deep breath, put my smartphone in my shoulder bag, then 
turned toward Mr. Yaguchi. 

"...I've sent him a message. Let's go." 

"Whoa, that was fast. I'm so excited!" 

Mr. Yaguchi, who had been leaning against the utility pole, pushed 
himself back up to his feet, letting out a grunt as he did so, and scurried 
over to me. Then, he stood by my side. 

"Wanna hold hands?" 

"...No." 

With a seemingly enthusiastic Mr. Yaguchi walking beside me, I made 


my way home, still feeling a bit bewildered. 


Chapter 13: Disgust 


"Huuuh! It's so clean here! It's way tidier than my place ever was." 

Mr. Yaguchi voiced his surprise as soon as we entered the apartment. 

"He must be a pretty conscientious guy." 

Mr. Yaguchi said, and I responded without hesitation. 

"I'm the one who does the housework." 

",... Housework? You, Miyuki?" 

"That's right." 

Mr. Yaguchi blinked repeatedly in apparent bemusement, before 
suddenly bursting out in laughter. 

"He's making the high school girl do housework! You found another 
weird one, didn't ya!" 

He cackled to himself as he said this, obviously finding the situation 
funny. 

"...It's not that weird, is it?" 

"No, it's pretty weird. He should do the housework himself." 

Mr. Yaguchi then took a seat on Mr. Yoshida's bed without asking for 
permission. He was being very bold, for someone who didn't do his own 
housework properly. For some reason, I felt anger begin to rage inside me. 
He should have tried advancing in an office job and keeping his home tidy 
at the same time; it wasn't easy. 


"So you do all of it? The cooking, the laundry, and the cleaning?" 


"Yes, I do." 

"Ahaha! That's so funny!" 

He continued to laugh for a moment, his shoulders bobbing up and 
down, and then patted the space next to him. 

"No need to stand around. Why don't you take a seat, Miyuki?" 

Although I knew full well that he wanted me to sit beside him, I 
nodded, and sat right down on the floor, hugging my knees. Mr. Yaguchi 
pouted his lips in feigned dissatisfaction, but didn't press the issue any 
further. 

"...Hmm. So this is your latest hideout, huh, Miyuki?" 

He scanned the room again, moving his neck around to get a better 
look at his surroundings. 

"It's small." 

"It's not meant for two people." 

"And yet you're staying here. Pretty gutsy of you." 

He said, grinning. Perhaps he didn't mean it in a cynical way. 

"How long have you been here now?" 

"About two months." 

"Two months?!" 

He repeated loudly. It was the first time I'd seen anything other than a 
smile on his face since we had been reunited earlier that day. 

"Yeah..." 


"And you do the housework?" 


"Yes, I do the housework." 

"What else?" 

"Nothing." 

"Nothing?!" 

Mr. Yaguchi raised his voice again. He froze for a few seconds, his 
mouth hanging up, before letting out breathy sigh of disbelief. 

He scratched his head, then began talking to himself. 

"T haven't heard about that kind of kink before..." 

"Huh?" 

"Uh, nothing." 

He replied to my query with a sweet smile, then cocked his head at me. 

"Excuse me for being so blunt, but haven't you had sex with him?" 

"Gugh...!" 

The sudden change of topic made me gasp so hard that I end up 
inhaling my own spit. It went down my windpipe, making me choke for a 
moment. 

"A-are you okay? Was it that a strange thing to ask?" 

"You..." 

When I had stopped coughing and looked up, I made eye contact with 
Mr. Yaguchi, who was looking really perplexed. 

"So he just picked you up off the street and let you stay here for two 
months?" 


".. Yeah." 


"And you don't think it's weird that he hasn't once tried to have sex 
with you? He is a man. If you were hopelessly ugly, I might get it, but 
you're clearly a pretty young girl." 

The way Mr. Yaguchi talked about the most outrageous things without 
stumbling or hesitating over his words left me speechless. 

It wasn't that I didn't understand what he meant. I had wondered the 
same things at first. 

"...D see." 

Mr. Yaguchi nodded again and exhaled through his nose. 

He then looked me in the eyes and spoke with an air of indifference. 

"Then I guess it's been a long time for both of us." 

"Huh?" 

"Since we've had sex." 

"Uh, um..." 

"You and me both. I broke up with all of girlfriends and moved here." 

He stood up from the bed as he said this, then came and took a seat 
beside me on the floor as if it was a totally normal thing to do. I 
immediately tried to distance myself from him, but he grabbed me by the 
shoulders right away. 

"U-um... Just talking, remember?" 

"C'mon! That was my plan, but now I'm alone in a house with a 
beautiful girl like you, I just can't help myself." 

"Stop...!" 


I strained my arms to push him away, but the grip Mr. Yaguchi had on 
my shoulders was much stronger. I couldn't move. I shot him a look of 
desperation, but his face was closer to mine than I thought it was, so I ended 
up being the one to falter. 

His gentle smile never left his face. 

"Aww, don't look so scared. We used to do it every day at my place, 
remember? You didn't hate it then, remember? When we had sex." 

"That's not the proble—" 

He didn't even bother to listen to the end of my sentence before 
drawing his face closer to mine. The instant I sensed he was going for a 
kiss, goosebumps spread all over my body. 

"Argh! !" 

Right before his lips met mine, I drove my head full-force into his. 

My forehead collided violently with Mr. Yaguchi's, making a loud 
thunking sound. 

"Ow!!" 

The strength left his right arm, and I took the opportunity to escape 
from his restraint and back up against the wall. 

Mr. Yaguchi rubbed his forehead and stared at me in surprise. 

"That was pretty mean of you... Does doing it with me sound that 
bad?" 

"Haah... Haah..." 

I tried to answer him, but my shoulders were just going up and down 


with my ragged breathing, and I couldn't bring myself to say anything. I 


didn't know whether it was anger or fear, but I was seething with emotion 
and my lips were trembling. 

"If I were physically repulsive, I'd get it, but I swear I don't look that 
hideous. We never had any problems having sex before. Why are you so 
against it?" 

He drew closer to me again as he spoke, and I instinctually pressed my 
back against the wall. I knew I couldn't go back any further, but I kicked 
and dragged my feet against the floor anyway. 

"It'll be fine, won't it? It's no big deal." 

NoaINO: 

"T'll make sure it doesn't hurt. Trust me, it'll be fine." 

",..Get away from me!!" 

I shouted louder than I intended to. My throat went hoarse and heat 
coursed throughout my body. I felt my skin crawl. Every inch of me was 
rejecting this man. 

Although I'd been with him before, I was unmistakably repulsed by the 
idea, and there was nothing I could do to change that. 

Oh, why did I ever let him into the house? 

So that I could protect my friendship with Asami, and so my manager 
wouldn't find out the truth about me...? 

That was when Mr. Yoshida sprung to mind. 

That's right. It was for Mr. Yoshida. 

I'd brought this man here because I didn't want to cause any trouble for 


Mr. Yoshida. 


I could feel the goosebumps disappearing. 

If I gave myself up to him and smoothed things over amicably, I would 
be able to put this behind me without bringing him any trouble. I didn't 
know what would happen if I sent Mr. Yaguchi away like this and his anger 
got the better of him. 

This thought made me feel weak. 

I released the tension from my body, which had been curled up and 
pressed against the wall, and looked at Mr. Yaguchi. The inside of my 
mouth was completely dry. 

"...do it.” 

"Huh?" 

There was no way Mr. Yaguchi would have been able to hear the voice 
I forced out of my throat. He tilted his head in confusion. 

I took in a deep breath, ignoring the throbbing pain inside my stomach, 
and repeated myself. 

"T said... I'll do i-..." 

My words were interrupted by a clattering sound coming from the 
entryway. 

Mr. Yaguchi and I both looked toward the source of the sound 
instinctively. 

The door flung open, and in walked... 

"Abh..." 

A guttural gasp that sounded like a sob escaped from the back of my 


throat. 


"Sayu...!" 
Mr. Yoshida, who was breathing raggedly, stood in the entryway. 


Chapter 14: Salvation 





",,.Abh, now we can finally take a break." 

"Phew... This one took some doing, too." 

The sun had already begun to set by the time we finally delivered the 
program we were commissioned to make, and both me and Hashimoto, who 
was sitting by my side, were completely drained. 

"Every time we have a meeting, we get asked to do something else that 
wasn't on the order form..." 

"It's not like we can charge for these additional orders. It sucks... It's 
about time we forced them to pay up, or they're going to take advantage of 
us’ 

Even Hashimoto, who almost never complained about work, was 
unable to hold back his frustrations on this occasion. 

"Well, we got it done, one way or another. Good work." 

"You too." 

We both gently picked up the cans of coffee I had bought and pulled 
the tabs open in unison. 

It was the deadline day, so we'd been stressed out since the morning. 
Now, however, we could finally kick back. 

With that thought in mind, I had decided to chill out and take it easy, 
when I felt the smartphone in my pocket begin to vibrate. 

"Hm?" 

Who would get in touch with me at this hour? I took my phone out of 


my pocket and looked at the screen. It was a message from Sayu. It read: 


‘I'm having a senior from work over. We'll be done before you get 


home, though. Just wanted to let you know, so no need to worry.’ 


"Her senior from work..." 

The way she had worded it sounded odd. 

Did she mean Asami? No—if it was Asami, she would've just written 
‘Asami’ instead. She wouldn't have gone out of her way to write it in the 
way she had. 

That suggested that it was another senior. For some reason, though, the 
way that she'd added 'no need to worry’ at the end of her message troubled 
me. 

I didn't particularly mind her inviting people over, provided they got 
on well; Asami actually invited herself over all the time, so Sayu had 
stopped bothering messaging me about that altogether, as of late. 

That was when something that Asami had told me a few days earlier 


came to mind. 


"One of our higher-ups there has a kinda bad vibe to him." 


"Hmm... To put it bluntly, he seems like a fuckboy." 


At that moment, I found myself jumping to my feet. 
Hashimoto looked at me, surprised. Ms. Goto, who was seated at her 


desk at the other side of the room, also jolted in shock and cast a glance my 


way. 

I hurriedly sat back down, but the bad feeling I had a few seconds 
earlier was still stirring inside me. 

"What is it, Yoshida?" 

Hashimoto asked, with a note of concern in his voice. 

My thoughts were spinning. 

We had finished building the program. All that was left to do was the 
report and handing over the post-processing. There wasn't anything left that 
only I could handle. 

With my thoughts still racing, I threw on my jacket and turned to speak 
to Hashimoto. 

"Sorry, I gotta leave early. Can you take care of the rest?" 

"Huh? What's happened?" 

"T'll explain later." 

",..Alright, got it. I'll figure it out." 

Hashimoto forced a smile and waved me off. 

"T don't know what's up, but you'd better hurry." 

"Sorry. And thanks." 

I shoved my laptop into my work bag, checked to make sure I had my 
wallet and phone, then darted out of the office. 

Behind me, I heard Ms. Goto asking, "What's wrong with Yoshida?!" 

Hashimoto quickly responded, "He said his stomach hurts so bad that 


he feels like he's giving birth!!" 


Despite how much of a rush I was in, the train wasn't about to go any 
faster. 

I jostled around inside the train car, feeling fidgety. As I made my way 
home, I was unable to resist sending Sayu a message asking if she was 
okay, but she didn't reply. 

I became even more anxious, and as soon as I got off at my local 
station, I began sprinting as fast as I could. It wasn't far to run. 

Before I knew it, I had arrived at my apartment. I chaotically unlocked 
the door and flung it open. 

The first thing I saw was a man I'd never seen before staring at me 
with a blank expression on his face. Then, when I shifted my gaze, I saw 
Sayu leaning against the wall, trying to get away from him. 

",..oayul" 

Breathing unsteadily, I called out her name, and with slack jaw 
hanging open in surprise, she exhaled as if all the strength had left her body. 

Now that I was looking at her, I could see that her hair was quite a 
mess. Nothing was on show, but her clothes did look creased. 

And right in front of her stood that strange man. 

I could feel my blood begin to boil. I knew that was what was making 
me lose my temper. 

However, with the bit of reasoning still within me, I restrained myself 
from lunging at him. 

“oayus 


I looked at Sayu, and she looked back at me, dumbfounded. 


"...Is this your boyfriend?" 

I knew very well what the answer was, but I asked her anyway. 

This was, after all, our home; I didn't think it was right to throw him 
out without letting her have a say in it. 

It was obvious that Sayu was welling up, even from across the room. 
She didn't say anything, but she did shake her head from side to side. 

I nodded, then posed another question to her. 

",..Want me to take care of him?" 

I suggested, and tears started pouring down her face. She nodded 

"Alright." 

The instant I saw her nod, I sprung forward. 

"Uh, wait, wal-wai-wai-wait!" 

"Come at me, you asshole!" 

"Don't fight!! Stop it!!" 

"Why not? C'mon!!" 

I grabbed the man by the collar of his shirt and took him outside. 
Luckily, he was a thin wisp of a man, so, despite not exactly being a 
bodybuilder, I was still able to drag him out without too much trouble. 

I shut and locked the door behind us, then gave the man the most 
severe glare I could muster. 

"Who the hell are you?" 

I asked, and the man, who seemed to have relaxed a little now I'd let 
go of him, responded with a smirk on his face. 


"Yaguchi. Yaguchi Kyouya." 


"Are you Sayu's senior at work?" 

"Haha. So that's the name she gave you? She told me her name was 
Miyuki." 

"Miyuki...?" 

"She stayed at my place a few months back. Only for a couple of days, 
but..." 

That was when I realized the gravity of the situation. 

She'd stayed with him a while back so she'd probably... Well, for some 
reason or another, Sayu had been reunited with this man, who she had given 
herself up to. 

That explained why Sayu had taken the trouble to tell me there was 'no 
need to worry.’ 

"Anyway, you could say I'm her senior, yeah. I asked if I could come 
over and she said it was fine, so that's why I'm here." 

"T know that. She messaged me." 

"And you still rushed home to toss me out. You're a bit of worrier, 
aren't ya?" 

It was blatant that Yaguchi felt some animosity toward me. Well, it 
wasn't like I'd tried to hide the animosity I felt toward him, either, so it was 
understandable. 

"What were you trying to do?" 

My question was a straightforward one, and after a moment staring at 
me blankly, Yaguchi burst out laughing. 


"Wasn't it obvious? I was trying to have sex with her." 


It felt like something inside my body exploded. I fought back the urge 
to hit Yaguchi and chose to stamp my foot on the floor of the building 
hallway instead. 

"Don't mess with me!" 

"I'm not messing with you. I'm completely serious. Look at you. You 
really haven't laid a finger on her, have you?" 

"Isn't that a given?! She's a high schooler! !" 

"Nah, it's not a given at all..." 

He smirked again and pointed at me. 

"You're the one who's acting weird here. You've put up some high 
school girl for over two months and not done a thing to her. You just picked 
up a societal risk off the street and took her home for nothing. What are you 
getting out of it?" 

"It's not about what I get out o—" 

"Get outta here!" 

Yaguchi cut me off mid-sentence. 

"Nobody in the world just takes on trouble without expecting 
something good out of it! Talk pretty all you want, but don't push that 
judgement off on others." 

"G-go to hell! We're adults... Adults should never take advantage of 
children in that way! It's not right!" 

I yelled at him. Yaguchi just blinked in surprise, then gave an affected 
sigh. 


"It's no use. You won't get it.” 


"What do you mean?" 

"Just let me say this. You're just the same." 

"Oh? As who?" 

"As me." 

This claim left me speechless. We were the same? I had no idea what 
he was getting at. 

"You hear some high school girl going, 'Save meeee,' so you let her 
roll up at your place and hid her away. From that point onward, we're the 
same. She might have consented to it, but her parents never did, so the fact 
that you're keeping her at your house just because you want to makes you a 
criminal." 

"So what? Are you saying we're already criminals, so having sex with 
her doesn't make it any worse?" 

"Raping her would make it worse, so that wouldn't be the same. But 
she offered her body to me in return for letting her stay with me. What's 
wrong with accepting that?" 

".,. You're so fucked up." 

"You're the one who's fucked up." 

Yaguchi argued. 

"From what I've heard, you're getting her to do your housework and 
whatever else. Are you playing newlyweds or something? I don't know 
what kind of kick you get out of it, but you must be insane to let her live 
with you for two months for free, and to let her work a part-time job as 


well." 


"She doesn't want to go home, so I can't just make her, can I?" 

"Ahahaha! You just don't get it!" 

Yaguchi laughed in amusement again, then unexpectedly flashed me a 
cold stare. His faint smile suddenly disappeared, and I felt like he was 
gripping on my insides with his bare hands. 

"So are you gonna look after her for your whole life?" 

This question made me feel suffocated. 

"Are you just gonna bring her along for your whole life? What are you 
going to do about college? And her career?" 

Yaguchi continued to chastise me. I wanted to fight back but couldn't 
find the words. 

He stopped for a moment and let out a small sigh. 

"Look, it's just irresponsible, isn't it?" 

He breathed out through his nose after he said this. 

"It's no different. We're the same. It doesn't matter whether or not 
you've had sex with her; you're still just taking advantage of her, aren't you? 
I'm sure you felt like you were saving her and that felt good, but if she ever 
becomes inconvenient for you to keep around, you'll have no choice but to 
throw her out. The way you feel about it now is irrelevant. You know why?" 

He said quickly, then shot me a sharp glare before slowing down his 
speech. 

"... You're not her parent, let alone anything remotely close." 

Yaguchi's accusation made me feel like somebody was squeezing my 


stomach tightly. 


I knew that. I knew what I was to her. 

But... I still wanted to save her. Was it wrong to feel that way? 

"But..." 

With my fist clenched tight, I answered him. 

"But I-..." 

I glared at Yaguchi, who was standing in front of me. 

".... never want to be an adult who imbues her with a crazy set of 
values." 

What Yaguchi said was probably right. I couldn't argue against it. 

However, it still didn't justify what he had done. 

The words came from deep within my chaotic mind, but I was 
confident that they expressed how I really felt. 

Yaguchi met my stare with a look of suspicion for a few seconds. It 
was as if he was looking at an alien that had just landed on Earth. Then, he 
quickly averted his eyes and began scratching his head. 

",.. You're a pathetic dude. I'm over this." 

With that, he turned on his heel, looking deflated, and began scuttling 
off down the passageway. 

"Hey!" 

I yelled out to him, and he looked back to me in clear annoyance. 

"What is it?" 

"Don't mess with Sayu again. Ever." 


I said, and he gave a heavy sigh to show me just how annoyed he was. 


"If it means I'll end up with you jerking your justice boner at me every 
time, my dick's over it, too. I won't bother her anymore. Promise." 

He started walking away again, but when he was halfway down the 
hall, he turned around. 

"You better not have given me all this shit and toss her out on the street 
the next day. That'd be pretty fucked up. Just saying." 

He added derisively. 

"Why would I?" 

"Well, you say that now... If Miyuki quits her job, I'm gonna have the 
last laugh. Peace." 

Yaguchi spat out those parting words and continued making his way 
down the passageway. I watched him until he was out of sight, then leaned 
against the wall in the hallway. 


His words were still echoing in my head. 


I'm sure you felt like you were saving her and that felt good, but... 


What was wrong with trying to save her? 

I couldn't tell whether I was sad or angry. My emotions were, without a 
doubt, at a fever pitch, but all they did was churn around inside me with no 
escape. As a result, the feelings I was experiencing were getting even 
stronger. 

What was wrong with trying to help a troubled child? 


"God damn it..." 


This single word escaped from the back of my throat. My breath was 
hot. 

All that talk of 'what I was getting out of it' was unbelievable. 

He was an adult. He should have been the one protecting her. 

But none of the adults ever did. 

"Shit..." 

Not a single one of them ever helped her. 

None ever extended a hand in kindness. 

So why was I in the wrong for doing that? 

"None of you ever did..." 

She was already hurt, but all they ever did was add even more salt to 
her wounds. 

Then, they irresponsibly tossed her to the wayside. 

"If you don't want me to help her...then you all should've helped her 
instead! !" 

The emotions raging inside of me finally came to the surface and burst 
out of me, rushing through my throat and roaring from my lips. 

My breath was ragged. For some reason, my vision was blurry; it took 
me a few seconds to realize that tears were running down my face. 

I slumped down against the wall in the passageway, trying to catch my 
breath, when suddenly, the door next to me clicked open. 

It was the friendly-looking woman who lived next door. 


"Uhh... I heard a bit of noise... I-is everything okay?" 


I hadn't spoken to this neighbor since I introduced myself on the day I 
moved in, and yet here she was, staring at me with a look of obvious 
distress on her face. I could feel my cheeks turning red. 

"Yeah, sorry...for the noise. I'm gonna go in now." 

"No, it's fine... I'm just glad you got the problem sorted out." 

"Okay..." 

With our perfunctory conversation finished, the neighbor shut her door 
again. 

A sigh left my lips. 

I felt a little calmer now. 

At that moment, I remembered that Sayu was still inside. That's right. 
My anger didn't matter right now. It was her I needed to worry about. 

I hurried over to the door and turned the knob, but was met by a dull 
thud. It wouldn't open. Oh yeah. I'd locked the door behind me. I turned the 
key in the lock and pulled the door open. 

"Sayu..." 

When I entered the room, I found Sayu sitting in the same spot where 
she'd been sitting before with her knees still curled up to her chest. Her 
shoulders were bobbing up and down every few seconds. 

She was crying. 

"Sayu, I sent him home." 

"...Mr. Yoshida." 

She slowly lifted her head and looked at me with a vacant expression. 


Her face was stained with tears. 


"What's wrong with me?" 

Tears continued to stream down her face as she spoke. Unable to stand 
there and simply listen, I walked over to a spot in front of her and sat down. 
Then, I took her hand in mine and gave it a squeeze. 

She looked down at my hand, then put her other hand over mine and 
squeezed it back. 

"A while ago, that guy and I...did it." 

A sharp pang pierced my chest. The image of the two of them 
suddenly crept into my mind, but I pushed it out just as quickly. 

"It didn't feel particularly wrong. It just felt normal." 

"Sayu." 

"We did it so many times." 

"Sayu, that's enough." 

"And yet here I am..." 

Her voice trembled as she continued. She squeezed the hand that was 
grasping mine tightly. 

"When I realized what he was trying to do now.... I-I got so scared." 

Sayu sniffled and hung her head, her body still shaking. 

"Mr. Yoshida... Am I broken?" 

Her question made my breath catch in my lungs. 

"IT could do it before, but now I can't... I-I  just...d-don't 
understand...wh-what's happening to me..." 


"Sayu...!" 


Before I realized what I was doing, I had wrapped my arms around her 
in an embrace. 

"It's all right. That's completely normal...!" 

"But...but that's...that's how I managed to make it this far...and now...all 
of a sudden..." 

"It's okay. It's okay to feel scared of the things that scare you. You're 
not in the wrong." 

"Ughhh...!" 

I hugged her as tight as I could, and Sayu, unable to express how she 
was feeling in words, sobbed into my chest. 

Why? 

Why did this have to happen to her? 

As I held her, I was overwhelmed with a sense of powerlessness. 

I had been under the impression that she was finally starting to leave 
her overly self-sacrificial value system behind her. 

But it wasn't like that at all. 

No. She had changed, for better or for worse. 

She was now able to reject the advances of a man she didn't like. The 
way she felt was exactly the way she should have felt. 

And yet, she still couldn't bring herself to make peace with that. 

Nothing could be more heartrending than that. 

I bit my lip and was met with a faint taste of blood. 


"It's all right, Sayu. You said no to him. You did good." 


In return, Sayu wrapped her arms around my back, then spoke, her 
body shaking. 

"But...now I've turned him down... he might go and tell people about 
our past... That means the manager will find out, and he'll call the cops, and 
they'll cause problems for you, and...!" 

"It'll be fine. That's my responsibility, for keeping you here." 

"That's not—!" 

She lifted her tear-stained face to look at me. 

I didn't know what she was about to say, but I was certain that I didn't 
want to hear it. 

"Please! !" 

I cut her off and shouted. 

"Think about yourself some more for a change...!" 

Sayu sniffed repeatedly and fixed her dumbfounded stare on me. 

"Why do you always do these things that only ever end up with you 
getting hurt? Nobody who's ever hurt you even thinks twice about it. But if 
you don't take care of yourself...nobody can protect you...!" 

I felt that I was about to well up with tears, but desperately tried to 
hold them back. 

I could sense my voice faintly resonating around the room. The silence 
that followed somehow felt much longer than it really was. All I could hear 
were Sayu's sniffles and the hum of the ventilation fan. 

With her stare still fixed on me and tears running down her cheeks, she 


muttered a question. 


"Why, Mr. Yoshida...? Why do you want to protect me so much?" 

She asked, and I just looked at her, stunned. 

If you're too nice, you'll never get what you really want. 

Mishima's words. 

If she ever becomes inconvenient for you to keep around, you'll have 
no choice but to throw her out. 

Yaguchi's words. 

They sprung to mind and jumbled into each other. 

"T don't know..." 

Before I knew it, I was saying these words out loud. 

"I don't know why, either..." 

I hung my head with that reply. 

I didn't know why I was keeping her at home with me. 

I thought that she could help ease my loneliness in exchange for me 
giving her a place to escape to. 

However, I really couldn't stand seeing her get hurt. 

I had no idea why. 

For whose benefit were we living together? Was it for mine, or was it 
for hers? I didn't know anymore. 

This 'vague' reality choked me up, and I felt like it didn't make any 
sense. 

With my head still down, I suddenly sensed the warmth of something 
wrapping itself around me. 


I realized that it was Sayu, with her arms around me. 


"Mr. Yoshida..." 
Her voice was nasal as she spoke. 


W 


...1'M Sorry." 
",..Don't apologize." 
"... Thanks." 
"... You really have changed." 

I hung my head even lower, not wanting her to see me fighting back 
tears. 

Sayu then hugged me even tighter in her embrace. My face was 
crushing into her chest. It felt so soft. 

",.. You're the one who's changed me, Mr. Yoshida." 

Sayu said. 

I replied without paying any thought to what I was saying. 

"T just want you to be a regular high school girl." 

"... Yeah." 

"Go to school, make friends, learn lots, and grow into an adult." 

ae Veal.” 

"Seeing you not being able to do that... It just hurts so much. That's 
how I feel, anyway." 

"... Yeah." 

I pushed her back by her shoulders, and Sayu relaxed her arms at the 
same time, letting me free. 


"I don't know if I'm doing this for you or for me anymore." 


I said, looking at her in the eyes. 


"But what I do know is... I really do want you to hold yourself in 
higher esteem than you do now." 

Sayu's eyes began to water slightly as I added this, and she gave me a 
few nods. 

"...Yeah. Yeah, got it." 

Her face was still a mess from crying, but she still gave me simple, 
tender smile; this one wasn't rehearsed. 

"T'll do my best." 

I felt like I knew the journey she'd been on, but I probably didn't have 
the first clue what she'd truly experienced. 

And yet... 

Her unfiltered smile truly was a beautiful thing to see. 

Sayu gave one great sniff of her runny nose, then wiped the tears from 
her face with her sleeve and exhaled loudly. 

"T'll make some miso soup!" 

"Huh?" 

"I cried so much today, so I'm gonna make it extra salty!" 

"O-okay..." 

With that, she stood up and headed for the kitchen. 

I watched Sayu, who was still sniffling away, as she began to fill the 
pot with water. And a faint sense of relief washed over me. 

If I had arrived home just a few minutes later, she might have been 
even closer to the edge of despair than she was then. 


At the very least, I was able to save her from that fate. 


That was enough to make me believe that Sayu and I had met for a 
reason. 

But still. 

The ‘reality’ of our relationship forced itself back into the forefront of 
my mind once more. 

I could never be Sayu's parent. 

Someday, I would have to send her home. 

I could sense that ambiguous truth rumbling louder and louder as it 
pressed itself upon us. 

Its impending cacophony screamed, 'nothing has been resolved yet.' 


At least, I won't let myself forget that. 


Thank you for reading! 
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